MONTAIGNE  AMONG   HIS   BOOKS

limits to their power! There Is no more useful
knowledge; * according to what a man can* was
the refrain and favourite word of Socrates, a word
of mighty substance/5 Two of the books are by
an illustrious theological revolter of Italy, Bernar-
dino Ocliino of Siena, in one of which Montaigne
wrote the words "Liber prohibitus"; but this pro-
hibited book, as an inscription on the same page
informs us, was chosen as a gift for Montaigne's
disciple, Pierre Charron, when he was a visitor at
the chateau on July 2, 1586.

In earlier days Montaigne had cared much for
Ariosto, but as age grew upon him the fantasies
of Ariosto had no longer power to tickle his " old
heavy soul". He was indignant with the " bar-
baresque stupidity" of those who dared to com-
pare Ariosto with Virgil. The class of books
written in Italian which had a special attraction
for Montaigne was that considerable one formed
by the works of the letter-writers. .His friends
were of opinion, he says, that he could himself
"do something" in this kind. He confesses that
he would have preferred to throw his meditations
into the form of letters rather than that of essays ;
but, since La Boetie's death, he had no friend with
whom he cared to correspond, no friend who
could excite and sustain his thoughts. To forge
vain names of imaginary correspondents, and thus
" traffic with the wind as others do", he could not;2
